The scale of unemployment The figures announced on 3 October show that 3 346 198 people in Britain (13 8% of the workforce) were unemployed-more than ever before. Over two million men were unemployed (about 16%), and just under a million women (about 10%).1 These figures are derived from counting those receiving unemployment benefit, but before November 1982 the count was of the number of people registered with the Department of Employment as seeking and being capable of and available for work. This gave a figure about 6% higher than the current method.
Neither method is entirely accurate, and it will come as no surprise to any doctor with a knowledge of epidemiology that counting the unemployed is as difficult as counting the number of "cases" of a disease much depends on the definitions and methods used. Both methods underestimate the true numbers of the unemployed because many people who are seeking work, particularly part time work, do not register as unemployed and are not entitled to unemployment benefit. Estimates made from the census and the General Household Survey suggest that in the early 1970s about 245 000 people, most of them women, fell into this category.2 Furthermore, as unemployment increases more and more people do not register-probably because they see no point. The Warwick Manpower Research group has estimated that only about 71% of those seeking work (78% of men and 58% of women) register, which, if correct, inflates the true number of unemployed to over four million.
But the conventional methods also overestimate the number of the unemployed because they include those between jobs, and those who are voluntarily unemployed or effectively "unemployable."
The Department of Employment introduced this notion of people being unemployable but at the same time warned against using it too rigidly-everybody can do something. with measuring the unemployed is where to include those on youth training schemes: some of these, an increasing number, are on good schemes that keep them usefully employed, whereas others are on dud schemes that are neither educational nor useful.
Better than measuring the total number of unemployed is to measure the flow of people into and out of employment and the median time that people spend unemployed: even in 1985 almost 400 000 people a month are stopping receiving unemployment benefit and presumably getting a job.' At the same time, however, slightly more people are losing their jobs and beginning to claim benefit. Many people do not spend long on the dole: in the 1960s about half of those who lost their jobs got another one within two weeks. Daniel estimated that in 1981 about a third of those becoming unemployed got a job within a month, the median duration of unemployment being three to four months. 3 Economists have classified unemployment into three types: frictional, structural, and cyclical. Frictional unemployment results simply from the time people spend between jobs: as there are about nine million job changes a year inevitably some people will not step straight from one job to another. Beveridge thought that up to 3% of the working population at any one time might be between jobs. 4 Structural unemployment arises from a mismatch between the jobs available and the skills of the unemployed and implies that if the unemployed learnt new skills then they would find a job in their own locality. Some of our present unemployment is structural because there are job vacancies in electronics, electrical and mechanical engineering, and for people with knowledge of the new technologies.5 Cyclical unemployment is caused by economic recession, and is beyond the control of individual employers and not limited to particular trades. Most of the present unemployment in Britain is cyclical.
Unemployment in time and space
In the past 12 years in Britain unemployment has increased roughly fivefold. Fig 1 shows The young, the old, the unskilled, the single, men with large families, the disabled, the socially disadvantaged, members of ethnic minorities, and those who have been to prison are overrepresented among the unemployed, and particularly among the long term unemployed. Nevertheless, since 1980, when unemployment began to grow very rapidly, all sorts of groups-including the skilled and those in the middle of their working lives-have been much more affected. Just as the differential between employment in the north and south is fading so is that between the skilled and the unskilled. As Hawkins puts it, unemployment is not a problem of "particular people in particular places," and programmes to increase employment and lessen the consequences of unemployment cannot be concentrated on particular areas and groups-they are needed by all. 2 Nevertheless, it is possible to give some sort of answer to the questions, "Who are the unemployed?" and-probably more important when it comes to considering health-"Who are the long term unemployed?" One important group are those over 55? They are more likely to be made redundant and also find it more difficult to get another job. Daniel has said that age is of "overwhelming" importance compared with skill. ' In the 1970s a third of those who had been unemployed for more than a year were over 55, but as It will come as no surprise to anybody that the disabled are much more likely to be unemployed than the general population. In 1983 there were 56800 registered and 90700 unregistered disabled people who were suitable for ordinary employment and looking for jobs, and 49 700 (88%) of the former and 76 500 (84%) of the latter were unemployed. 2 The latest figures show that more are employed -49% of those registered disabled and half of those unregistered. 2 Who are the long term unemployed?
The latest figures show that 1 3 million people have been unemployed for a year, almost 40% of the total.' In the past the long term unemployed were very different from the short term unemployed, but these differences are beginning to break down. The Manpower Services Commission study, published in 1980, showed that almost two thirds of the long term unemployed were semiskilled or unskilled and also confirmed the national figure that about a third were over 55." In addition, nearly two thirds lived in areas of high unemployment; many came from construction, manufacturing, and basic industries (and many of these had been made redundant); more than a third had some handicap or illness (13% were registered disabled); and some had specific problemspoor work records, illiteracy, domestic problems, or a prison record. A survey done today would probably find that many of these factors have been diluted-not because these disadvantaged people have got jobs but because they have been joined by many more without any disadvantages.
How many people choose to be unemployed?
The idea that many people chose to be unemployed because they are "shirkers" or are better off receiving social security has enough advocates to be worth dismissing. Firstly, all surveys of the unemployed show that the majority want a job and think of unemployment as bad. In Daniel's study almost three quarters said that for them being out of work "was bad" or "very bad."'0 The Manpower Services Commission Study found that most respondents wanted to be working and that only 8% were not looking for jobs-and this was usually because of their age." These were all people who had been unemployed for a year or longer, and, as the report says: "there comes a point where people can no longer sustain their motivation in the face of continued rejection, heightened awareness of their own shortcomings, disillusion with job finding services, belief that all available options have been covered, and a knowledge that jobs are scarce anyway."
Secondly, very few people are better off financially when unemployed. The Department of Health and Social Security's study of a cohort of men who became unemployed in 1978 shows that about 7% were as well or better off when unemployed than when employed.'3 But more than a third had an income less than half of that when they were working. Fitting these results together with studies that show that a small percentage of people enjoy better physical and mental health when they become unemployed and take a positive attitude to not having a paid job,'4 we may conclude that some people may choose to be unemployed-at least for a while. In periods like the 1960s when there was little unemployment this group may have accounted for a higher proportion of the unemployed but now they constitute only a small proportion. The vast majority are worse off, dislike being unemployed, and want a job. The poor productivity in Britain in relation to competitors is something that economic historians have observed since Victorian times, and Britain's failure cannot be explained away in purely economic terms-it has something to do with British society and culture. This is a somewhat pessimistic conclusion because British society and culture must be even more difficult to change than the British economy.
Will unemployment increase?
Barring the introduction of a radical policy specifically designed to cut unemployment few forecasters imagine that unemployment will fall much in Britain this decade. Indeed, it may well increase because the labour force will continue to grow, reflecting high birth rates in the early 1960s (those entering the market) and low rates during the first world war (those leaving). In giving an overall figure of £15 billion.'9 None of these estimates includes lost production or other indirect costs that might arisesuch as that to the National Health Service from the extra health problems of the unemployed. Nor do they include the costs to the unemployed themselves.
Sinfield and Fraser, who did the work for the BBC, were conservative in their estimates. They put the cost of benefits paid to the unemployed at £7140 m-1760 m for unemployment benefit, £4640 m for supplementary and housing benefit, and another £740 m for men over 60 who are no longer required to register for benefits and for the unemployed in Northern Ireland. In addition, there are government costs of £300 m from the redundancy fund, which bears almost half of the costs of the state scheme, giving a total of £7440 m. The cost of lost revenue is put by Sinfield and Fraser at between £12 465 m and £12 990 m-£5690 m from lost income tax, £5200 m from lost national insurance contributions, and £2100 m from lost indirect taxes (or £ 1575 m if the unemployed are using up their savings). Sinfield and Fraser also made estimates of costs to local authorities, which include free school meals, higher student awards, lost revenue on buses, and increased costs for pupils staying on into sixth forms, careers services, and youth training schemes. Using data from Cleveland, they arrived at a figure of £490 for each unemployed person.
All of this £20 billion would not be saved if unemployment were suddenly eliminated as it costs money to create jobs, but Sinfield and Fraser calculate that if unemployment were now 5 4%, which it was when the Conservatives first came into office, then the cost to the exchequer would be £7 5-£12 5 billion less than it is now. This is the second in a series ofarticles on unemployment and health.
